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NO SEATS, NO STAGE, NO INTERMISSION,
NO E E.,
HOW ONE RENEGADE BRITISH STAGE /TRUUPE
AND ITS WILD PRODUCTION OF MACBETH
MIGHT JUST SAVE THEATER.

BY JENNA SCHERER
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| HAD TO PRESS MYSELF FLAT AGAINST THE WALL

TO KEEP THE HOTEL CLERK FROM KICKING ME.
HE AND A GUEST—A GLAMOROUS WOMAN IN A
TRAVELING COAT—WERE WRESTLING ON THE

RECEPTION DESK, FIGHTING OVER A SET OF ROOM
KEYS. | PROBABLY HAD NO BUSINESS BEING BACK
THERE IN THE FIRST PLACE, BUT NOBODY HAD TRIED
TO STOP ME—COR, IF THEY HAD, | HADN'T NOTICED.

| WAS TOO BUSY THINKING ABOUT THE SINISTER MAN
I’D ENCOUNTERED A FEW MINUTES EARLIER, WASHING
HIS HANDS IN A BATHTUB. A LITTLE LATER, | FOUND
MYSELF WANDERING THROUGH A CEMETERY, FAIRLY

CONFIDENT THAT THE SHAPES LOOMING IN THE

DARKNESS WERE JUST STATUES—UNTIL ONE OF
THEM MOVED. IT WAS A MAN, A HULKING FIGURE

WEARING AN APRON, FUMBLING [N THE SOIL.

This may sound like a dream brought on by bad seafood, but it's not. It's
Sleep No More: a show that takes your preconceptions about what a night at
the theater should entail and completely shatters them. The work of pioneer-
ing British company Punchdrunk, Sleep No More is a sprawling, immersive
performance piece that's part Shakespeare, part vintage Hitchcock and part
live-action video game.

The show takes place in a renovated warehouse in New York's Chelsea
district. It's a disconcertingly large venue, spread out over six floors and more
than 100 rooms. Audience members—if that's what you can call them—are
invited not only to watch the events unfolding in the make-believe McKittrick
Hotel, but also to throw themselves right into the thick of it all.

Here's how it works: Upon entering the set, you are led through a dimly lit
maze into a Prohibition-era bar, complete with a lounge singer crooning the
standards. After a drink or two, a nattily dressed but nonetheless ominous
man hands you a white beaked mask, which you're required to wear for the
duration of the show. From there, youre ushered into an elevator, whose
operator gives you the lowdown: no talking, don't touch the actors, head back
to the bar if you need a break. The elevator lurches to a halt and he adds,
“Fortune favors the bold.” The door opens to a misty darkness. Showtime.

The story loosely follows the plotline of Macbeth, Shakespeare's twisted
tragedy, with a bit of Hitchcock's Rebecca thrown in. But that's all I can tell
you for sure, because the rest is up to you. No two playgoers’ experiences are
ever the same. You may spend the evening wandering deserted rooms, picking
through letters, photographs and bits of macabre detritus. You may choose
to follow a specific character all evening, chasing him from floor to floor, or
to abandon that character for another one halfway through. You'll be privy
to very intimate moments. If you're lucky, you might even get yanked into
a secret room by one of the characters for a private téte-a-téte. The point is,
it's up to you. You shape your own ) .
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surprising and invigorating experience.

Punchdrunk has been putting on shows
like this since 2000, when a 22-year-old
drama school graduate named Felix Barrett
first founded the company. Its specialty is
adapting dark, reality-bending tales, rang-
ing from Edgar Allan Poe's The Masque of
the Red Death to Peter Weiss' Marat/Sade,
and the troupe stages its work in derelict
tunnels and abandoned buildings, with the
only constant being that the audience is
flung headlong into the action. The shows
sellout wherever they go, and the response
has been so positive as to appear, at times, a
bit unhinged. “All I can say is WOW. I don't
believe that I've ever experienced anything
remotely like this,” gushed a woman on a
Broadway World discussion forum. “I can't
stop thinking about it.”

THE PAST DECADE or so has not been
kind to traditional stage productions.
People are too busy poking, tweeting and
textingto sit still in a theatér for two hours.
The public demands brevity, interactivity
orat the very least a pair of 3-D goggles. The
form has tried to update itself, but with the
exception of a few brilliant outliers (The
Book of Mormon, for instance), Broadway
seems to have resigned itself to its fate.
Attendance is down, ticket prices are up
and theres little relief on the horizon.
Punchdrunk, on the other hand, flour-
ishes, owing its success in part to the fact
that it anticipated the tastes of a public
saturated with media and bogged down by
the demands of the digital age. Its shows
provide the engagement of social net-
working, the visceral jolt of a Hollywood
thriller, the blood-lurch of an amusement
park ride. “Our whole desire is to put an
audience at the heart of the action,” Bar-
rett says. “You're completely empowered
to make any decision you want to. It's the
opposite state to conventional theater:
that amazing danger that's inherent
within giving the audience a choice.”
Conceived and directed by Barrett
and choreographer Maxine Doyle, the
New York production of Sleep No More
represents Punchdrunk's most ambitious
effort to date. The show opened in 2003 as
amodest 10-person production in a former
Victorian school in London. Six years later,
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